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bstract Purpose: To shed light on the nature of online harassment and the extent to which it may be
bullying by examining differences in the characteristics of harassed youth, online harassment
incidents, and distressing online harassment based on the identity of online harassers (known peer
vs. online-only contact).
Methods: A telephone survey of a nationally representative sample of 1500 youth Internet users,
ages 10 to 17, conducted between March and June 2005.
Results: Nine percent (n � 129) of youth were harassed online in the past year, 43% (n � 56) by
known peers and 57% (n � 73) by people they met online and did not know in person (online-only
contacts). Most online harassment incidents did not appear to meet the standard definition of
bullying used in school-based research and requiring aggression, repetition, and power imbalance.
Only 25% of incidents by known peers and 21% by online-only contacts involved both repeated
incidents and either distress to targets or adult intervention.
Conclusions: In many cases, the concept of “bullying” or “cyber-bullying” may be inappropriate
for online interpersonal offenses. We suggest using “online harassment,” with disclaimers that it
does not constitute bullying unless it is part of or related to offline bullying. This would include
incidents perpetrated by peers that occur entirely online, but arise from school-related events or
relationships and have school-related consequences for targets. The Internet provides opportunities
for the extension of conventional school bullying to new venues. Those who study conventional
school bullying should include online forms of the behavior in research, prevention, and intervention
paradigms. © 2007 Society for Adolescent Medicine. All rights reserved.
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As youth Internet use has increased, so have concerns
bout young people being subjected to online harassment.
owever, there is little published research about the preva-

ence of being harassed online, its seriousness, whether and
ow often it conforms to definitions of school bullying, and
ho perpetrates it. Although media reports about “cyber-
ullying” have focused on school-related incidents perpe-
rated by peers, youth Internet users also report being ha-
assed by people they know only online [1].

*Address correspondence to: Janis Wolak, J.D., Crimes against Chil-
ren Research Center, University of New Hampshire, 10 West Edge Drive,
urham, NH 03824.
dE-mail address: Janis.Wolak@unh.edu

054-139X/07/$ – see front matter © 2007 Society for Adolescent Medicine. All
oi:10.1016/j.jadohealth.2007.08.019
revalence and characteristics of online harassment

Researchers have not devised standard definitions of
nline harassment, and the few surveys that exist have used
ifferent definitions and time frames, finding widely vary-
ng rates. For example, a study published in 2006 conducted
ith an online convenience sample found that 29% of youth
ad ever been bullied online, with online bullying defined to
nclude “bothering someone online, teasing in a mean way,
alling someone hurtful names, intentionally leaving per-
ons out of things, threatening someone and saying un-
anted, sexually related things to someone” [2]. In a study

onducted in 2007 with an online panel of youth ages 13 to
7, 43% had experienced cyberbullying in the past year,

efined as “use of the Internet, cell phones, or other tech-

rights reserved.



n
e

p
c
t
“
s
o
A
I
s
o
2
“
c

a
h
t
t
p
U
o
o
p
B
v
r
g
v

D

o
k
o
h
b
a
t
r
I
e
h

q
l
s
r
p
m
l
e

c
[
i
c
t
m
i
f
t
v
n
e
m
l
r
O
i
b
f

o
b
i
c
o
m
u

M

a
o
U

P

S
l
(
y
k
w
a
(
o
a
H
e
w
w
p

S52 J. Wolak et al. / Journal of Adolescent Health 41 (2007) S51–S58
ology to send or post text or images intended to hurt or
mbarrass another person” [3].

Two telephone surveys by the authors of national sam-
les of youth Internet users ages 10 to 17, provide more
onservative numbers and greater detail. In 2000, 6% said
hey had been subjected to online harassment, defined as
threats or other offensive behavior (not sexual solicitation)
ent online to the youth or posted online about the youth for
thers to see” [4]. In 2005, this number rose to 9% [1].
mong harassed youth, 35% said the harasser had used the

nternet to post or send messages about them for others to
ee. The remaining 65% were bothered or harassed in one-
n-one exchanges with harassers. Also, between 2000 and
005, the proportion of youth who used the Internet to
harass or embarrass someone [they] were mad at,” in-
reased from 1% to 9% [1].

In the 2005 survey, 89% of youth harassed online were
ges 13 to 17 [1]. This suggests that many targets of online
arassment are older than targets of offline bullying, who
end to be of middle school age [5]. Over half (58%) of
argets were female [1]. Over half (55%) of harassers were
eople youth had met online and did not know in person.
sing instant messaging, going to chatrooms, and keeping
nline journals or blogs were related to being harassed
nline [6]. Also, youth who reported online harassment had
oorly developed social skills, as measured by the Child
ehavior Checklist (CBCL), and more offline interpersonal
ictimization (e.g., peer and sibling assaults) [6]. Being ha-
assed online was also related to harassing others online, sug-
esting some youth may be so-called “provocative” or “bully-
ictims,” a group also observed in offline incidents [7,8].

oes online harassment constitute bullying?

Much bullying occurs in school [5,9], but how often
nline harassment arises from incidents at school is un-
nown. As noted, much online harassment is perpetrated by
nline contacts that youth do not know in person. Online
arassment precludes physical acts of violence, and it may
e less threatening because harassers cannot use physical
ttributes such as size and tone of voice to intimidate. On
he other hand, verbal aggression in the form of threats,
umors, and gossip is a form of bullying [5,8] that the
nternet is well suited to. Two studies have found consid-
rable overlap among victims of school bullying and online
arassment, using convenience samples of youth [10,11].

It is also not clear how often online harassment would
ualify as bullying under the definition used in school bul-
ying research, which requires three elements: (1) aggres-
ive acts, verbal included, made with harmful intent, (2)
epetition, and (3) an imbalance of power between the
erpetrator and target [8]. Although we did not have infor-
ation about harassers’ intent, 62% of youth harassed on-

ine were not distressed, implying they did not view the

xperience as serious or harmful [1]. Only 32% experienced l
hronic incidents, defined as three or more in the past year
6]. Further, 49% of targets terminated the harassment eas-
ly with actions such as blocking the harasser, and in other
ases the harassment stopped with no action by the target, or
he youth simply ignored the harasser [1]. These easy ter-
inations suggest much online harassment may not involve

mbalances of power in which targets have difficulty de-
ending themselves from aggressors [8]. On the other hand,
he nature of the Internet creates the potential for repeated
ictimization, and when harassment is posted online, it may
ot be easy for a target to terminate the situation. Thirty-
ight percent of youth were distressed by the online harass-
ent they experienced. Girls and preteen youth were more

ikely to be distressed [6]. Harasser identity could play a
ole in whether online harassment amounts to bullying.
nline harassment by people youth know only online could

nvolve bullying less often than harassment by known peers,
ecause bullying has been defined based on the dynamics of
ace-to-face peer relationships.

The aim of this paper is to shed light on the nature of
nline harassment and the extent to which it can be seen as
ullying. To this end, we examine differences based on the
dentity of online harassers (known peer versus online-only
ontact) in terms of the characteristics of harassed youth,
nline harassment incidents, and distressing online harass-
ent, using data from our 2005 survey of youth Internet

sers.

ethods

We used telephone interviews conducted between March
nd June 2005 to gather information from a national sample
f youth Internet users. The research was approved by the
niversity of New Hampshire Institutional Review Board.

articipants

Participants were 1500 youth ages 10 to 17 (M � 14.24,
D � 2.09), English speaking, who had used the Internet at
east once a month for the previous 6 months. Of those, 9%
n � 130) reported they had been harassed online in the past
ear [1]. Because this paper compares youth harassed by
nown peers or online-only contacts, to those not harassed,
e excluded one anomalous case of a youth harassed by an

dult known in person. This left a sample size of 1499
mean age � 14.2 years, SD � 2.1 years). Girls were 51%
f the sample. Seventy-six percent self-identified as white
nd 13% as black. Almost 1 in 10 (9%) self-identified as
ispanic. Fifty-four percent came from families with an

ducational level of college graduate or higher. Although
ell-educated, prosperous families and white individuals
ere overrepresented in the sample, they approximated the
opulation of youth Internet users at the time of data col-

ection [12].
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rocedure

The sample was drawn from a national sample of house-
olds in the United States with telephones developed by
andom digit dialing. Details about the dispositions of the
umbers dialed along with a more detailed description of
he methodology can be found in other publications [1,6].
outh were interviewed with parental assent and their own
erbal consent. Youth interviews were scheduled at youths’
onvenience, when they could talk freely and confidentially.
he average youth interview lasted about 30 minutes.

The response rate, based on standard guidelines promul-
ated by the American Association for Public Opinion Re-
earch was 0.45 [13]. This rate, lower than was typical of
urveys in earlier decades, is in line with other recent sci-
ntific household surveys [14], which continue to obtain
epresentative samples and provide accurate data about the
iews and experiences of Americans despite lower response
ates [15].

easures

Online harassment was determined based on two ques-
ions asked of all respondents: (1) “In the past year, did you
ver feel worried or threatened because someone was both-
ring or harassing you online?” and (2) “In the past year, did
nyone ever use the Internet to threaten or embarrass you by
osting or sending messages about you for other people to
ee?” We coded youth who answered yes to either of these
uestions as reporting online harassment.

We asked youth a series of questions about the harass-
ent incident. If youth had been harassed online more than

nce in the past year, we asked them about the most both-
rsome incident, or most recent if none was most bother-
ome. Youth who knew harassers in person were catego-
ized as harassed by known peers. All of the known peer
arassers were within 2 years in age of the youth they
arassed. Youth who knew harassers only online were cat-
gorized as harassed by online-only contacts. Incidents
hich included harassers calling youth or coming to youths’
omes were designated as involving offline contact. Youth
ho rated themselves very or extremely upset or afraid as a

esult of an incident (4 or 5 on a scale of 1 to 5) were
ategorized as distressed.

emographic characteristics. Parents reported on house-
old education and income, family structure, and youth age
nd sex. Youth reported on race and ethnicity. Youth age
as dichotomized as 10 to 12 versus 13 to 17. Household

ducation was dichotomized as at least some college versus
ess. Household income was dichotomized as $75,000 or
ore versus less.

haracteristics of Internet use. We created a composite
ariable for high Internet use based on youth estimations of
ime spent online (days per typical week and hours per

ypical day) and self-ratings of experience with and impor- c
ance of the Internet, on scales of 1 to 5. These four vari-
bles were included in a factor analysis, with one latent
ariable indicated (Eigenvalue, 1.71; % of variance, 42.9).
summation score was created (M � 0.41, SD � 0.31) and

ichotomized at 1 SD above the mean to reflect a high level
f Internet use. We also asked where youth used the Internet
e.g., home, school) and about interactive online activities
e.g., instant messaging, chatrooms). We asked if youth had
sed the Internet to harass or embarrass people they were
ad at. All questions referred to events in the past year, and

hese variables were dichotomous.

sychosocial characteristics. We asked youth to rate on a
-point Likert scale (1 � all the time, 4 � rarely/never) how
requently their main caregiver did the three following
hings: (1) nagged, (2) yelled, and (3) took away privileges.
ased upon exploratory factor analysis suggesting a com-
on latent factor (Eigenvalue, 1.69; % of variance, 56.2),
e created a composite variable to measure parent–child

onflict (M � 3.98; SD � 1.43). Due to indications of
onlinearity, this was dichotomized at 1 SD above the mean
o reflect high conflict.

Using selected questions from the Juvenile Victimization
uestionnaire [16], we asked youth about sexual or physical

buse in the past year (yes/no). These victimizations were
ombined to ensure sufficient numbers of youth within
ategories to allow statistical comparison. Offline personal
ictimization happened when youth experienced at least one
f the following in the past year (yes/no): being attacked
enerally, hit or jumped by a gang, hit by peers, picked on
y peers.

We assessed borderline or clinically significant behavior
roblems using the Youth Self-Report of the Child Behavior
heck List (CBCL) [17] including four subscales: aggres-

ion, rule-breaking, social problems, and depression. We
ichotomized scores to identify youth with borderline or
linically significant scores. All items referred to the past 6
onths.

nalyses

We used SPSS 15.0 (SPSS, Chicago, IL). First, we con-
ucted chi-square crosstabulations to determine which de-
ographic, Internet use, and psychosocial characteristics
ere associated with: (1) harassment by known peers, (2)
arassment by online-only contacts, and (3) no harassment.
econd, we ran a series of logistic regression analyses,
ontrolling for age and high Internet use, to create odds
atios identifying characteristics associated with harassment
y known peers or online-only contacts, compared to youth
ot harassed. Third, we used chi-square crosstabulations to
ompare characteristics of incidents by known peers to
hose by online-only contacts. Next we used chi-square tests
o compare youth who were distressed by an incident to
hose who were not. Finally, we used logistic regression to

reate odds ratios for characteristics significantly related
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o distress. We controlled for sex and high Internet use for
outh harassed by known peers and age for those harassed
y online-only contacts, based on results of chi-square tests.
ll odds ratios were adjusted further to more closely ap-
roximate relative risk [18].

esults

Nine percent (n � 129) of the 1499 youth respondents
ad been harassed online in the past year. Of these, 43%
n � 56) were harassed by known peers and 57% (n � 73)
y online-only contacts.

omparisons of personal, Internet use, and
sychosocial characteristics

Controlling for age and high Internet use, youth harassed

able 1
ivariate comparisons of demographic, Internet use, and psychosocial cha
arassed (n � 1499)

haracteristics Harassed online by
(n � 56)

% AO

emographic characteristics
Teenager (13–17 years old) 91** n.s.
Female 64 —
College education in household 61 —
Household income �$75,000 32 —
Lives with both biological parents 63 —
White race 87 —
Black race 4 —
Hispanic ethnicity 9 —

nternet use characteristics
High level of Internet use 50*** 1.8
Used instant messaging 95*** 1.4
Went to chat rooms 50*** 1.6
Kept an online journal/blog 35*** 1.9
Talked online with friends 98*** 1.25
Talked online with unknown people 59*** 1.7
Harassed others online 41*** 5.2

ad Internet access at
Home 98 —
School 93 —
Friends’ homes 91*** 1.3
Via cell phone 34*** 1.8

sychosocial characteristics
High parent–child conflict 29*** 2.1
Sexual or physical abuse, past year 13*** 3.8
Offline interpersonal victimization 59** 1.6

BCL subscales (borderline or clinical range)
Aggressive behavior 16** 2.9
Rule-breaking behavior 11* n.s.
Social problems 13* 2.6
Depression 2** n.s.

AOR � adjusted odds ratio, CI � confidence interval, n.s. � not signi
First we conducted chi-square crosstabulations. Then we calculated adj

ompared each harassed group to youth not harassed, controlling for age
pproximate relative risk [15]. Only relationships significant at the bivaria

* p � .05, ** p � .01, *** p � .001.
y known peers were more likely than those not harassed to w
ngage in each type of interactive Internet use measured,
ncluding instant messaging, chat, online journals and blogs,
nd talking online with friends and with people not known
n person (Table 1). Those harassed by known peers were
bout five times more likely to have used the Internet to
arass someone they were mad at than youth not harassed.
hey were also more likely to report high conflict with
arents, physical or sexual abuse, offline interpersonal vic-
imization, and aggressive behavior and social problems as
easured by the CBCL.
Similarly, youth harassed by online-only contacts were

ore likely to engage in most types of interactive Internet
se compared to youth not harassed and controlling for age
nd high Internet use. They were similar to youth not ha-
assed in terms of talking online to peers but more likely to
alk online to people they did not know in person. They

tics of youth harassed by known peers, by online-only contacts and not

peer Harassed by online-only
contact (n � 73)

Not harassed online
(n � 1,370)

CI) % AOR (95% CI) %

85 n.s. 76
52 — 50
55 — 54
27 — 33
60 — 62
79 — 75
12 — 13
5 — 9

.3)*** 38 1.4 (1.01–1.9)* 26

.5)** 86 1.3 (1.1–1.4)** 66

.1)** 48 1.6 (1.2–2.0)** 28

.8)** 31 1.9 (1.3–2.7)** 15
1.28)* 89 n.s. 78
.1)*** 67 2.1 (1.7–2.4)*** 31
.2)*** 16 2.1 (1.2–3.6)* 7

90 — 91
90 — 90

.4)** 69 n.s. 68

.7)* 22 n.s. 15

.1)** 19 n.s. 13

.9)*** 4 n.s. 3

.9)** 45 n.s. 37

.3)** 10 n.s. 5
12 n.s. 6

.2)* 11 2.1 (1.03–4.1)* 5
11 2.7 (1.3–5.2)** 4

dds ratios separately for each variable using logistic regression tests that
igh Internet use. Odds ratios were then further adjusted to more closely
l were included in the logistic regression analysis.
racteris

known

R (95%

(1.3–2
(1.2–1
(1.1–2
(1.2–2
(1.07–
(1.3–2
(3.4–7

(1.1–1
(1.1–2

(1.3–3
(1.7–7
(1.2–1

(1.5–5

(1.2–5

ficant.
usted o

and h
ere also more likely to score in the clinically significant or



b
s

C

4
h
T
c
p
d
o
A
i
d

w
r
i
h
o
t
t
h
t
O
b
t
c

S55J. Wolak et al. / Journal of Adolescent Health 41 (2007) S51–S58
orderline range for social problems and depression as mea-
ured by the CBCL.

omparison of incident characteristics

Sixty-eight percent of those targeted by known peers and
4% of those targeted by online-only contacts had been
arassed online more than once in the past year (Table 2).
here were significant differences in a number of incident
haracteristics, based on whether harassers were known
eers or online-only contacts. For example, 59% of inci-
ents by known peers involved messages posted or sent for
thers to see, compared to 18% by online-only contacts.
lso, 59% of known peer incidents involved a series of

ncidents by the same harasser, compared to 27% of inci-

Table 2
Bivariate comparisons of characteristics of online h
only contacts (n � 129)

Characteristics

Youth was harassed online more than once in the p
Harasser communicated directly with target
Harasser posted messages or sent then for others to
Series of incidents involving same harasser
More than one harasser
Target was with friends or other kids when harasse
When harassment first happened, youth was

Using instant messages
In an online journal or blog
Using e-mail
In a chatroom
Via message board
In a gaming site
Other or don’t know

Harasser sex
Male
Female
Unknown

Harasser was age 17 or younger
Harasser was age 18 or older
Harasser age was unknown
Relationships with online only contacts

No previous interaction
Conversed online more than once
Started to feel like friend

Harasser asked youth for picture
Offline contact as part of incident
Youth disclosed incident
Youth was distressed about online harassment
How situation ended

Online action (e.g., left site, blocked) or no actio
Confronted harasser
Made up or smoothed over
Parent or teacher handled
Called police, ISP or other authority

n/a � not applicable.
We used chi-square crosstabulations.
* p � .05, ** p � .01, *** p � .001.
ents by online-only contacts, and incidents by known peers v
ere somewhat more likely to involve more than one ha-
asser. Known peer incidents were also more likely to be
nitiated by instant messages. Close to half of known peer
arassers (45%) were female, compared to 16% of online-
nly contacts, although the sex of many online-only con-
acts was unknown. Although the difference was not sta-
istically significant, it is notable that 37% of youth
arassed by known peers and 25% by online-only con-
acts were with friends or others during the incident.
ther differences, such as more known peer harassers
eing younger than 18 and having offline contact with
argets probably reflect the proximity of known peers
ompared to online-only contacts.

Among targets of online-only contacts, 79% had no pre-

nt incidents by known peers versus by online

Harassed online by
known peer
(n � 56) %

Harassed by online
only contact
(n � 73) %

68** 44
41*** 82
59*** 18
59*** 27
36* 19
37 25

64*** 34
11 3

5* 18
4* 18
5 4
0** 14

18 14

55 47
45*** 16
n/a 37
89*** 36
9*** 33
2*** 31

n/a 79
n/a 21
n/a 15
11** 33
45*** 7
87*** 52
34 41

41*** 75
25* 11
16* 4
11** 0
2 7
arassme

ast year

see

d

n

ious interaction with their harassers. However, 15% said
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he online contact had started to feel like a friend. Three-
uarters of targets of online-only contacts ended the harass-
ent by taking simple online action or no action at all,

ompared to 41% of youth harassed by known peers. Par-
nts or teachers handled 11% of known peers incidents but
one involving online-only contacts. Overall, 87% of
nown peer incidents were disclosed to others compared to
2% of those involving online-only contacts. Forty-one
ercent of targets of online-only contacts were distressed by
he harassment, compared to 34% of targets of known peers,
ut this difference was not statistically significant.

istressing harassment

Youth with high Internet use who were harassed by
nown peers were less likely to be distressed; no other
haracteristics predicted distress when high Internet use and
ex were controlled for (Table 3).

Among youth harassed by online-only contacts, being a
een (13–17) was somewhat associated with less distress.
ontrolling for age, youth targeted by online-only contacts
ere more likely to be distressed when the harassment

nvolved a series of incidents by the same harasser; the
arasser was age 18 or older, or asked the youth for a
icture. Youth who scored in the clinically significant or
orderline range on the CBCL subscale for aggressive be-
avior were also more likely to exhibit distress. Youth

able 3
haracteristics related to distress about harassment by known peers and b

haracteristics Harassed online by kn

Distressed
(n � 19) %

Not di
(n � 3

emographic characteristics
Female 79† 57
Teenager (13–15) n.s. n.s.

igh level of Internet use 26** 62
ncident characteristics

Series of incidents involving same harasser n.s. n.s.
Harassment began via instant messages 47† 73
Harasser was age 18 or older n.s. n.s.
Online contact harasser felt like a friend n/a n/a
Harasser asked youth for picture 21† 5
Incident included offline harassment 68** 32

nternet use characteristics
Uses instant messaging 84* 100
Goes to chatrooms n.s. n.s.
Uses the Internet at friends’ homes n.s. n.s.
Used the Internet to harass someone mad at 21* 51

sychosocial characteristics
Clinically significant or borderline aggressive

behavior (CBCL) n.s. n.s.

AOR � adjusted odds ratio, CI � confidence interval, n.s. � not signi
First we conducted chi-square crosstabulations. Then we calculated odd

ex and high Internet use for youth harassed by known peers and age for
verestimation of risk. Only variables with differences significant at p �

† p � .10, * p � .05, ** p � .01, *** p � .001.
arassed by online-only contacts were less likely to be m
istressed if they were chatroom users or used the Internet
t friends’ homes.

ow much online harassment could be called bullying?

Although we do not have variables that clearly denote
hich incidents involve aggressive intent by harassers or

mbalance of power, a rough way to estimate the proportion
f online harassment that might constitute bullying under
he standard definition is to look at the number of incidents
outh described as being both part of a series of incidents
y the same harasser (indicating repetition) and either
istressing (possibly indicating aggression and imbalance
f power) or requiring adult intervention (imbalance of
ower). Twenty-five percent of known peer incidents met
hese criteria as did 21% of incidents by online-only
ontacts (not shown in table).

iscussion

oes online harassment constitute bullying?

Certain individual variables suggest that online harass-
ent by known peers may constitute bullying more often

han harassment by online-only contacts, defining bullying
s requiring aggression, repetition, and power imbalance.
ore than half of known peer harassers sent or posted

e only contacts (n � 129)

er (n � 56) Harassed by online only contact (n � 73)

AOR (95% CI) Distressed
(n � 30) %

Not distressed
(n � 43) %

AOR (95% CI)

n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.
— 77† 91 n.s.
0.4 (0.1–0.8)** n.s. n.s. n.s.

— 43** 16 2.8 (1.3–4.4)*
n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.
— 50** 21 2.5 (1.3–3.6)**
n/a 23† 9 n.s.
n.s. 50** 21 2.5 (1.3–3.6)**
n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.

n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.
— 27** 63 0.4 (0.2–0.8)**
— 50** 81 0.7 (0.3–0.9)*
n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s.

— 17† 5 n.s.

/a � not applicable.
separately for each variable using logistic regression. We controlled for

harassed by online only contacts, and then further adjusted to correct for
g chi-square analyses are shown.
y onlin

own pe

stressed
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essages for others to see, suggesting gossip and rumor
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preading and incidents that would be difficult for targets to
erminate. Also, close to half of known peer harassers were
emale. Because girls who bully tend to use indirect meth-
ds [19,20], they may find the Internet particularly suited to
uch tactics. Other research has also found high proportions
f girls responsible for online incidents [10]. In contrast,
ver 80% of harassment by online-only contacts was limited
o direct exchanges between harassers and targets. Close to
0% of known peer incidents were part of a series, meeting
he requirement of repetition, whereas most harassment by
nline-only contacts involved single events. Harassment by
nown peers was more likely to entail multiple harassers
nd be resolved with the involvement of a parent or teacher,
mplying that power imbalances were more common. In
ddition, 45% of known peer harassers had offline contact
ith targets, suggesting online incidents that may have been

n aspect of offline bullying. Nonetheless, harassment by
nline-only contacts was not less distressing to targets. A
ough estimate of bullying based on measures of repetition
nd distress found similar rates of possible bullying for
outh targeted by known peers and those targeted by online-
nly contacts.

nline harassment and distress

The majority of online harassment incidents were not
istressing to targets. Unfortunately, our data did not yield
uch information about characteristics associated with dis-

ress over online harassment by known peers, once high
nternet use was controlled for. Distress over harassment by
nline-only contacts was associated with a series of inci-
ents, or repetition, and with online-only contacts who were
ge 18 or older, suggesting a power imbalance based on age
n at least some cases. Harassers asking for pictures was also
elated to distress, suggesting youth may have become un-
omfortable with the degree of personal information being
ought. In addition, youth who had problems with aggres-
ive behavior were more likely to call harassment by an
nline-only contact distressing. These youth may have been
uicker to take an incident personally or label an online
ommunication as hostile.

Youth who used the Internet to visit chatrooms or used
he Internet at friends’ homes were less likely to be dis-
ressed over harassment by online contacts. Chatroom users
ay have been more inured to online incivility, and youth
ho used the Internet at friends’ home may have been in

ocial situations that made them feel less threatened.
These findings suggest that the concept of “bullying” or

cyberbullying” may not apply to all online interpersonal
ffenses. The concept of bullying was largely developed to
pply to school situations in which youth had ongoing
ace-to-face relationships with other youth. The Internet, in
ontrast to school, is a context where interactions can occur
eadily with both known peers and complete strangers. Both

ose the potential for threatening, intimidating, and distress- l
ng interactions, although of somewhat different character.
he term “bullying,” as it has been defined in the school
ontext, does not appear to apply to much of this online
arassment, particularly incidents perpetrated by people
outh do not know face-to-face and minor, single incidents
y peers that are not distressing to targets. Care should be
aken to distinguish between online harassment that does
nd does not qualify as “bullying.”

We do not recommend using the term “bullying” to
escribe all online interpersonal offenses, because they vary
o widely in their characteristics. We suggest using “online
arassment,” with disclaimers that it does not constitute
ullying unless it is part of or related to offline bullying.
his would include incidents perpetrated by peers that occur
ntirely online but arise from school-related events or rela-
ionships and have school-related consequences for targets.
learly, the Internet provides opportunities for the exten-

ion of conventional school bullying to new venues. Those
ho study conventional school bullying need to include
nline behavior in research to further refine knowledge,
revention, and intervention.

imitations

The study was not designed to collect data about bully-
ng. Analyses are based on single incidents of online ha-
assment. Data did not allow for analyses of characteristics
r assessment of distress over multiple incidents, and we
acked data that would have allowed us to better evaluate
ases in which harassment may have constituted bullying.
ll data come from youth self-reports. Also, power was

imited by the small number of cases. Other limitations of
he sample have been described elsewhere [1,6].

mplications

A number of strategies may be useful for preventing or
itigating the impact of online harassment. First, the prob-

em needs to be described effectively and in detail so youth,
arents, school teachers and administrators, and other au-
horities can understand it and identify it. Descriptions
hould not be limited to incidents involving known peers,
nd definitions should include other related technologies
uch as text messaging and cell phone photography. Also,
ffective measures of distress are needed to distinguish
inor incidents from those that could have serious negative

onsequences. Existing antibullying and other prevention
rograms should include discussions about online harass-
ent, both school-related and not. In addition, codes of

onduct that include online behavior need to be created,
ublicized, and adopted through Internet service providers,
chools, clubs and organizations, as well as on Web sites.
nternet service providers, schools, and other youth-serv-
ng organizations should be encouraged to have strong
anctions against online harassment. Because much bul-

ying and harassment, both off- and online, occurs in
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chool or arises from related events, School Resource
fficers could be an important component in prevention

nd intervention programs.
Education and prevention messages should be tailored to

ifferent age groups, including the recognition that online
arassment frequently involves high school students.
ounger youth and those with social skills deficits and
roblems with aggression should be taught coping skills and
nteraction skills for Internet communication. Because
uch online harassment involves groups of youth, factors

uch as group dynamics and bystander issues should be
aken into account. Finally, mental health, youth service,
nd educational professionals should be trained to recognize
nd respond to online harassment.

cknowledgments

All of the funds for this research were derived from
ederal sources, totaling $348,767, through Grant No. 2005-

C-CX-K024 from the U.S. Department of Justice, OJJDP,
nd Grant No. HSCEOP-05-P-00346 from the U.S. Secret
ervice, Department of Homeland Security. Points of view
r opinions in this document are those of the authors and do
ot necessarily represent the official position or policies of
he U.S. Department of Justice or Department of Homeland
ecurity. Program support was provided by the Verizon
oundation.

eferences

[1] Wolak J, Mitchell K, Finkelhor D. Online Victimization: 5 Years
Later. Alexandria, VA: National Center for Missing & Exploited
Children, 2006.

[2] Patchin JW, Hinduja S. Bullies move beyond the schoolyard: a
preliminary look at cyberbullying. Youth Violence Juvenile Justice
2006;4(2):148–69.

[3] Moessner C. Cyberbullying. Trends Tudes 2007;6:1–4.
[4] Finkelhor D, Mitchell KJ, Wolak J. Online Victimization: A Report

on the Nation’s Youth. Alexandria, VA: National Center for Missing

& Exploited Children, 2000.
[5] Nansel TR, Overpeck M, Pilla RS, et al. Bullying behaviors among
US youth: prevalence and association with psychosocial adjustment.
JAMA 2001;285(16):2094–100.

[6] Ybarra M, Mitchell KJ, Wolak J, et al. Risk and impact of internet
harassment: findings from the second Youth Internet Safety Survey.
Pediatrics 2006;118(4):e1–9.

[7] Berger S. Update on bullying at school: science forgotten? Dev Rev
2007;27:90–126.

[8] Smith PK, Cowie H, Olafsson RF, et al. Definitions of bullying: a
comparison of terms used, and age and gender differences in a
fourteen country international comparison. Child Dev 2002;73(4):
1119–33.

[9] Espelage DL, Swearer SM. Research on school bullying and victim-
ization: what have we learned and where do we go from here? School
Psychol Rev 2003;32(3):365–83.

10] Hinduja S, Patchin JW. Cyberbullying: an exploratory analysis of
factors related to offending and victimization. Deviant Behav (in
press).

11] Raskauskas J, Stoltz AD. Involvement in traditional and electronic
bullying among adolescents. Dev Psychol 2007;43(3):564–75.

12] US Census Bureau. United States Census 2000. Washington, DC:
Author, 2005.

13] American Association for Public Opinion Research. Standard Defi-
nitions: Final Dispositions of Case Codes and Outcome Rates for
Surveys. 3rd ed. Lenexa, KS: American Association for Public Opin-
ion Research, 2004.

14] Curtin R, Presser S, Singer E. Changes in telephone survey nonre-
sponse over the past quarter century. Public Opin Q 2005;69(1):
87–98.

15] Kohut A, Doherty C, Keeter S, et al. Survey Experiment Shows Polls
Face Growing Resistance, But Still Representative. Washington, DC:
The Pew Research Center for The People & The Press, 2004.

16] Finkelhor D, Hamby SL, Ormrod R, Turner H. The juvenile victim-
ization questionnaire: reliability, validity and national norms. Child
Abuse Neglect 2005;29:383–412.

17] Achenbach TM. Manual for the Youth Self Report and 1991 Profile.
Burlington, VT: Department of Psychiatry, University of Vermont,
1991.

18] Zhang J, Yu KF. What’s the relative risk? JAMA 1998;280(19):1690.
19] Bowie BH. Relational aggression, gender and the developmental

process. J Child Adolesc Psychiatr Nursing 2007;20(2):107–15.
20] Murray-Close D, Ostrov J, Crick N. A short-term longitudinal study

of growth of relational aggression during middle childhood: associ-
ations with gender, friendship intimacy, and internalizing problems.

Dev Psychopathol 2007;19(1):187–203.


	Does Online Harassment Constitute Bullying? An Exploration of Online Harassment by Known Peers and Online-Only Contacts
	Prevalence and characteristics of online harassment
	Does online harassment constitute bullying
	Methods
	Participants
	Procedure
	Measures
	Demographic characteristics
	Characteristics of Internet use
	Psychosocial characteristics

	Analyses

	Results
	Comparisons of personal, Internet use, and psychosocial characteristics
	Comparison of incident characteristics
	Distressing harassment
	How much online harassment could be called bullying

	Discussion
	Does online harassment constitute bullying
	Online harassment and distress
	Limitations
	Implications

	Acknowledgments
	References


